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I. Introduction + Purpose  
Development of residential multi -family projects and mixed -use projects in the City of Milpitas is 

currently regulated by a number of  documents and policies. These regulatory documents include the 

+s®·í« 5k|kª^z Jz^| (ongoing update in draft form ), Zoning Ordinance, two specific plans, and other 

key ordinances and documents.  

As an introductory exercise for the Objective Design Standa rds (ODS) effort, this memo is divided into 

two parts. First is a high -zk´kz «¯{{^ª· ~p ®rk gs®·í« g¯ªªk|® ªkq¯z^®~ª· z^|q¯^qk ^« s® ^§§zsk« ®~ ik«sq| 

regulation s for multi -family and mixed -use projects , and feedback from practitioners and city staff 

utili zing these documents . Second is a compilation of precedents and best practices of objective 

design standards, organized under several key topics that may later serve as a basis for the framework 

plan or specific objective standards.  

Key Takeaways  

¶ Existing  Regulatory Documents : The City of Milpitas does not contain consistent  objective 
design standards across its various regulatory documents . Design standards and guidelines 
appear in the zoning code, two specific plans, t he recent draft general plan, and additional 
documents such the Streetscape Master Plan. The content, structure, and  level of clarity vary 
significantly , presenting both reviewers and applicants with a challenging range of design 
considerations  that will n eed to be addressed .  

¶ Staff and Community Feedback : Conversations with city staff and local developers and 
designers have revealed several weaknesses in the existing regulations as they apply to the 
design of individual projects, and their subsequent revie w. Topics such as vehicular circulation, 
waste removal, utilities, and building massing emerged as  areas where the regulations are  in 
need of improvement. The preparation of  objective design standards was universally 
supported.  

¶ Best Practices Research : Objective design standards appear in a broad range of documents  
and contexts. Dozens of examples were reviewed and analyzed to identify successful 
precedents for organization , content , diagrams, and structure . These best practices will inform 
the direction of the subsequent Framework Plan.  

¶ Next Steps : Several ongoing efforts  including the general plan update , and updates to both 
specific plans represent immediate opportunities to introduce  objective design standards  to 
crucial regulatory documents . The ODS team will engage directly with these other projects  in 
the coming months.  

II. Documents Overview + Applicability  
Bfxkg®s´k ik«sq| «®^|i^ªi« µszz fk ^§§zski ®rª~¯qr~¯® ®rk +s®· ~p ?sz§s®^«í ªkq¯z^®~ª· i~g¯{k|®« 

wherever matters of building form and site design are concerned  for multifamily and mixed -use 

residential projects . Objective design standards are mandated by state laws (California State Senate 

Bills 35 and 330 in particular), which require individual jurisdictions to revise any instances  of 

subjective language in favor of objective language that:  

êá7|´~z´k«â |~ §kª«~|^z ~ª «¯fxkg®s´k x¯iqk{k|® f· ^ §¯fzsg ~ppsgs^z ^|i s« ¯|sp~ª{z· ´kªsps^fzk f· 

reference to an external and uniform benchmark or criterion available and knowable by both 

the development applicant or proponent and the public official before submittal of an 

^§§zsg^®s~|Îë California State Senate Bill 330 (Section 66300.7)  
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At present, development standards and design guidance appear in the zoning ordinance, specific 

plans, and o ther guiding documents like the General Plan, Streetscape Master Plan, Housing Element, 

and Climate Action Plan. Although the degree of detail, specificity, and subjectivity varies considerably 

across these policies, the City is responsible for developing a new and consistent set of objective 

standards that are uniformly understood and accessible to both project applicants and internal 

reviewers. These policies include the following:  

A. General Plan 2040 (August 2020 Draft)  

The City is currently undergoing an  update to the General Plan. The Draft General Plan will be used to 

guide the development of the objective design standards.  The General Plan includes the following 

sections that provide design guidance for development of multifamily and mixed -use residential 

projects:  

¶ LU-2 : Promote land use objectives and development patterns in special planning areas  
consistent with adopted specific plans, overlay districts, and density bonus provisions.  

¶ LU-5 : Ensure that new development is compatible with existing development in order to  
maintain a high quality of life for residents, while supporting successful business operations.  

¶ LU-6 : Support commercial centers that serve residential neighborhoods and provide for a 
variety of convenient, successful and attractive commercial uses throug hout the city.  
 

¶ CIR-1 : Provide a transportation system that efficiently, Equitably and effectively supports the 
+s®·í« z^|i ¯«k ´s«s~|Ï {s|s{sºk« ´krsgzk {szk« ®ª^´kzki ÝV?PÞÏ k|r^|gk« g~||kg®s´s®· ~p ®rk 
existing network, and supports the use of all modes  of transportation  

¶ CIR-2: Provide safe, healthy, comfortable, equitable and efficient transportation choices for all 
modes of transportation that enable people of all races, cultures, ethnicities, religions, sexual 
orientation, genders, income levels, ages  and abilities, especially people of color and those 
disproportionately affected by access to a personal vehicle, systemic transportation inequities, 
racism, oppression, and poverty to increase safe physical activity, reduce usage of personal 
vehicles, access goods and services, employment opportunities, and for personal travel; to 
provide for efficient goods movement.  

¶ CIR-4: Promote, provide, and maintain an expanded, safe, convenient and comprehensive 
network of facilities for pedestrians and bicyclists o f all ages and abilities to support walking 
and bicycling as viable modes of transportation, for recreational use, and to promote public 
health  

 

¶ CD-1: N®ªk|q®rk| ?sz§s®^«í sik|®s®· ^|i «k|«k ~p §z^gk f· ªks|p~ªgs|q ®rk g~{{¯|s®·í« 
distinctive, hig h-quality community form, natural landscape, and character  

¶ CD-2: Ensure project designs reinforce a sense of place, display design excellence, and are 
cohesive and sensitive to the surrounding build environment and natural landscape  

¶ CD-3: Maintain and enha|gk ®rk gr^ª^g®kª ^|i is«®s|g® sik|®s®sk« ~p ?sz§s®^«í ªk«sik|®s^z 
neighborhoods and commercial, mixed -use, and employment districts.  

¶ CD-4: Enhance the existing character and strengthen the identity and unique qualities of 
?sz§s®^«í is«®ªsg®«Î 

¶ CD-5: Provide appropriate transitions between land uses to avoid conflicts  and perpetuate the 
g~{{¯|s®·í« r^ª{~|s~¯« gr^ª^g®kª 

¶ CD-6: Enhance the corridors, pathways, and edges that form physical boundaries and provide 
transitions and connections throughout the c ommunity.  

¶ CD-9:  /|r^|gk ®rk ©¯^zs®· ^|i gr^ª^g®kª ~p ?sz§s®^«í J¯fzsg N§^gk« ®~ §ª~´sik «^pkÏ 
comfortable, and enjoyable passive and active recreation opportunities for all users.  

¶ CD-10: Design buildings, sites, and streets to enhance pedestrian and bicyc le mobility.  

¶ CD-11: /|r^|gk ?sz§s®^«í g~{{s®{k|® ®~ «¯«®^s|^fzk ik«sq| f· {s|s{sºs|q |kq^®s´k 
environmental impacts and utilizing resources efficiently.  
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The draft General Plan includes dozens of additional  policies relating to building design.  The goals 

and policies essentially function as a complete set of design guidelines for future development.  The 

policies cover a range of topics from streetscape character, site design, circulation, building form, 

transitions, pedestrian entries, open space and other  architectural details.  The policies are a mix of 

general and very specific design guidance.  

A complete list of applicable policies can be found in VII. Appendix . 

B. Zoning Ordinance  

The current zoning ordinance does not include a dedicated chapter to design standards . Rather, 

design standards appear in several different sections, each with varying levels of specificity and 

subjectivity . These sections include:  

¶ Section 4. Residential Zones and Standards  

¶ Section 6. Mixed Use Zones and Standards  

¶ Section 8. Planned Development Zones and Standards  

¶ Section 11. Specific Plan Areas 

¶ Section 12. Overlay Districts and Standards  

¶ Section 13. Special Use 

Please note that single -family residential projects will not be addressed under the scope of this 

objective design standard s project. Consequently, Single Family Residential (R1) Zone regulation s will 

not be address ed. In addition, this memo does not  address with the following topics:  

¶ Accessory uses, buildings, and structures (XI -10-13.05) 

¶ Manufactured Homes (XI -10-13.07) 

¶ Temporary Uses and Structures (XI-10-13.11) 

¶ Single Room Occupancy Residences (XI-10-13.13) 

C. Specific Plans  

There are two specific plans that uniquely regulate portions of the city:  

¶ Midtown Specific Plan (2010) (update pending)  

*Also referred to in other maps and documents as the Gateway-Main Street Specific Plan 

¶ Milpitas Metro Specific Plan (2011)  (update pending ) 

*Also referred in other maps and documents as the Transit Area Specific Plan and  

Milpitas Commercial Specific Plan  

Additional regulations  including base zones  associated with these specific plans also appear in the 

zoning ordinance:  

¶ Section 11. Specific Plan Areas  

These specific plans represent unique areas of influence within the City of Milpitas and feature un ique 

and individual sets of development requirements and criteria. As the Metro Specific Plan is currently 

undergoing an update and the Midtown Specific Plan expected to begin its own update in the coming 

months, the work of this objective design standards  project will be complimentary yet independent. 

The expectation is that each specific plan update will be individually responsible for updating its 

design guidelines and regulations to feature clear and objective design standards . The special design 

standards may be additive to Objective Design Standards as needed or may be stand-alone in each 

document.   Opportunities for integration will be part of the ODS Framework Plan. 
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With whole -scale changes expected in each plan update, this memo does not  analyze the two existing 

doc uments in detail.  

D. Other Documents  

While state law is explicit in its direction that objective design standards must be integrated wherever 

multi -family de velopment is regulated, there are several ancillary documents that should also be 

considered:  

¶ Streetscape Master Plan (2000) 

¶ Climate Action Plan (2013)  

¶ Housing Element (2015)  

These documents do not engage directly with the form, orientation, or placement of individual 

buildings and are therefore less immediately applicable to an objective design standards effort. 

However, they do contain relevant language particularly as it relates to site design and context. It is 

essential that all objective design stand ards align with the stated goals of overarching regulatory 

i~g¯{k|®«Ï s| §^ª®sg¯z^ª ®rk gs®·í« qk|kª^z §z^|Î  

In addition to these documents there are other departmental reviews that should be coordinated with 

the future Objective Design Standards. Public Works, Building, and Fire each review project 

application based on design standards and guidelines  specific to their topic  of review , some that 

involve a great deal of subjectivity and interpretation of code elements.   

III. Existing Regulations: Strengths & 
Weaknesses  

Design guidelines, in some form, are currently scattered throughout the many regulatory documents. 

For the purposes of this memo, the guidelines have been condensed into broader topics and key 

categories that are shared across both multi -family and commercial/mixed -use development . These 

topics are further categorized into areas of strength that would require more minimal improvements to 

obtain objectivity, and areas of weaknesses which lack objective language and would require 

significant alterations and revisions.  

A. Zoning Ordinance   

Strengths  
¶ Fences and Walls Ð +¯ªªk|®z· ªkq¯z^®ki s| ¯|ikª ®rk º~|s|q ~ªis|^|gkí« 5k|kª^z Jª~´s«s~|«Ï 

the language currently features a number of specific, objective standards related to material, 

height, and placement. It is helpful that these regulations  also distinguish residential versus 

non-residential contexts and applications.  

o Example Language: XI-10-54.10.C.1 Height Limitations. Fences and walls shall not 

exceed six (6) feet in height at the rear and side yards, and forty -two (42) inches in 

height at the front yard.  

¶ Ground Floor Commercial Design: Design standards specific to ground floor spaces appear 

only once, under the Transit Oriented Development Overlay District section (XI -10-

12.06.E.6.c). Much of the existing content represents a g ood starting point, as it already 

features some clear and objective language. These standards should be expanded upon, as 

they are currently limited strictly to parcels zoned R -5, within the TOD Overlay area.  
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o Example Language: XI-10-12.06.E.6.c Windows. A t least sixty (60) percent of the 

ground floor wall area between three (3) and eight (8) feet above the sidewalk shall be 

glass or other transparent material  

¶ Planned Development : As the code features quite stringent definitions for developments th at 

are eligible for Planned Development designation, it is unlikely that the language  require s 

significant revisions to be made objective. However, as the development standards default to 

®rk ªk©¯sªk{k|®« ~p ®rk º~|k ®r^® s« êmost similar in natureÏë ®rs« section will naturally benefit 

from revisions to the Mixed -Use regulations. As individual applicants voluntarily submit 

proposals under Planned Development designation , this section will need to provide objective 

findings of consistency for evaluation of projects. In addition, the applicable standards and 

relevant criteria  that exist in other sections of the code will need to be made objective.  

¶ Usable Open Space:  Usable open space requirements are regulated uniquely for each 

residential zone, with the language typically including both landscape/planted areas as well as 

built spaces such as patios. Some excerpts already provide minimum objective dimensions, 

although these most often simply specify  minimum areas rather than appropriate  linear 

dimensions  that would ensure usable configurations .  

o Example Language: XI-10.4.05.C.1.b (R3 Zones) An average of two hundred square 

feet of usable open space shall be provided for each dwelling unit. "Usable open 

space" shall mean any open space, the smallest dimension of which is at least 4 ½ feet 

and which is not used as storage or for movement of mot or vehicles  

Weaknesses  
¶ Landscaping: Language regulating usable open space is much closer to objectivity, while 

instances regarding landscaping are often almost entirely subjective. In some instances, 

language regulating the design of landscape is more  of an aspirational goal or guideline 

rather than objective statement that applicants and designers can apply practically.  

o Example Language: XI-10-11.07.2.d  Landscaping is to be designated to highlight 
positive visual features, to screen negative ones, and to  provide a cool, pleasant outdoor 
environment.  

¶ Utilities: Design guidelines regarding utilities are not extensive, but currently contain a variety 

~p «¯fxkg®s´k ^|i ^{fsq¯~¯« isªkg®s~|« ®r^® ªkpkª qk|kªsg^zz· ®~ êwell landscapedë ^ªk^«Ï ^|i 

screening requ irements that lack dimensions.  

o Example Language: XI-10-6.06.A Rooftop mechanical equipment shall be concealed 

from street level views through roof designs that area architecturally integrated with the 

building, such as equipment wells and parapets  

¶ Waste D isposal:  Areas for depositing and collecting waste are currently regulated in two  

«kg®s~|« ~p ®rk g~ikí« qk|kª^z §ª~´s«s~|« ÝXI-10-54.12 Areas for Collecting and Loading 

Recyclable Materials + XI-10-54.16 Trash Enclosures, Equipment, and their screening ). 

Language regarding recyclable materials lack any objectivity or quantifiable requirements, 

beyond the basic requirement that all projects with 5 or more living units must provide  a 

collecting and loading area. Trash enclosures also lack specifi c requirements for screening, 

and feature vague setback requirements and dimensions.  

o Example Language: XI-10-54.12.D.  Design Guidelines. The design and construction of 

recycling areas shall be reviewed in accordance with the guidelines adopted by Council 

Resolution for recycling areas.    

o Example Language: XI-10-54.16.B.1 When located on the street side of corner lots, the 

enclosure must be set back at least as far as the main building  
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B. Transit Area Specific Plan (2011)  

(Update pending as Milpitas Metro Specific Plan) 

Development standards and design guidelines are featured in two sections of the 2011 report: 

Chapter 5, and Appendix. Any revisions to these standards since the 2011 adoption have been 

adopted in the Zoning Ordinance.  

Strengths  
¶ Building Desi gn: Building massing, articulation, and features including windows, materials, 

and colors are regulated in the Appendix. Similar to  the existing language regulating site 

planning, the content is adequate in its range of topics but consistently relies on subjective and 

^{fsq¯~¯« ªk©¯sªk{k|®« Ýê«§kgs^z ^ªgrs®kg®¯ª^z ®ªk^®{k|®Ïë êf¯szis|q« «r~¯zi fk µkzz 

^ª®sg¯z^®kiÏë ê{¯z®s-paned window « ^ªk «®ª~|qz· k|g~¯ª^qkië). This subjective language needs 

to be eliminate d, and more quantitative and explicit direction  provided  through revisions  that 

includ e dimensions and clearer diagrams.  

¶ Ground Floor Design:  The standards regulating ground floor d esign are similar to those 

found in the zoning ordinance, but include a few additional requirements that need 

reinforcement, such as greater clarity regarding treatment of blank facades; entryways; 

recesses and projections. Other topics need improvement, s uch as materials (still described as 

êbestë ^|i êqualityëÞÎ 

¶ Mixed Use Design: The sections in the Appendix regulating mixed -use buildings design are 

much more robust than the zoning ordinance, and could serve as a reference point for areas of 

improvement. It features the same shortcomings found throughout the specific plan, where 

greater specificity, dimensions, and clearer diagrams are needed.  

¶ Site Planning: Standards regulating sites, block patterns, and building placement are 

regulated in the Appendix. A  commendable range of topics are already featured, including 

block size, building and façade orientation, screening residential from industrial uses, 

mitigating surface parking, and vehicular circulation/access. Work is needed to eliminate 

subjective  language, and provide more quantitative and explicit direction through revisions 

including dimensions and clearer diagrams.  

¶ ROW/Streetscape Design: The current specific plan features a clear organization of street 

typologies with accompanying visuals that illustrate the exact dimensional requirements for the 

ROWs, including streets, planted or landscaped medians, planting strips, and sidewalks. These 

include planted areas within front setback areas.  

Weaknesses    
¶ Organization of Policies and Standards : The chapter concludes with a set of additional 

construction standards pertaining to specific topics, such as green building standards 

(including solar), noise considerations, railroad corridors, and hazardous materials. Some of 

these are more appropriately addressed as a component of the Metro Specific Plan  update 

process, but others such as the regulation of parcels adjacent to railroads s hould more 

appropriate be nested in the overall zoning code. The topic of solar installation also warrants 

its own section in the zoning code, especially in response to recent legislation  including AB 

178 which requires all single -family residences and multi -family residences up to three stories 

across the entire state to satisfy minimum solar panel requirements.  

¶ Fence, Walls, and Vegetation Buffers for noise and vibrations: Only applicable to parcels in 

close proximity to BART, UPRR train tracks, Great Mall Parkway, and industrial uses residential 

applicants are required to construct masonry walls and sound walls to address issues of noise 

and vibration. No objective standards are currently  provided . 
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¶ Landscaping: This specific plan is an improvement u pon the regulation and definition of 

landscaping compared to the zoning ordinance, but still remains highly subjective. Although 

~fxkg®s´kÛ©¯^|®s®^®s´k ªk©¯sªk{k|®« ^ªk «g^®®kªki ®rª~¯qr~¯®Ï qk|kªsg {^|i^®k« «¯gr ^« êThe 

develops of multifamily and mixed -u«k f¯szis|q «r~¯zi §ª~´sik p¯zz z^|i«g^§s|që is 

meaningless when approaching a given project from a design or approval perspective.  

¶ Multifamily Residential: These standards are too brief, and new objective standards should 

be developed in tandem with zoni ng ordinance revisions.  

¶ Services: Standards regarding utilities, service and loading areas, waste removal, and public 

safety issues are general and vague. The current plan references the Midtown Specific Plan, 

but both plans require significant revisions.  

¶ Vehicular Access: Garage entrance s, curb cuts, and wrapped parking are all featured, with 

scarce details regarding acceptable dimensions or design. Precedent images offer some 

needed context and reference, but the language needs additional objective directions and 

specificity . 

C. Midtown Spe cific Plan (2010)  

Development standards and guidelines are featured in Chapter 8 of the 2010 report. It prefaces the 

standards with this excerpt, which will need to be revised but also represents the typical approach to 

regulating design guidelines prior t o the adoptions of SB 35 and 330 and serves as a useful precedent:  

êPrk µ~ªi« ê«r^zzë ^|i êµszzë s|isg^®k ^ {^|i^®~ª· ªk©¯sªk{k|®Î Prk µ~ªi ê«r~¯zië {k^|« ®r^® 

an action is required unless a determination is made that the intent of the guideline is satisfi ed 

f· ~®rkª {k^|«Î W~ªi« «¯gr ^« êk|g~¯ª^qkië ~ª ê{^·ë ^ªk ^i´s«~ª· ^|i ^ªk §ª~´siki ^« 

q¯sikzs|k« p~ª ik´kz~§{k|®Î 7| qk|kª^zÏ ®rk µ~ªi ê«r^zzë s« ¯«ki s| ®rk -k´kz~§{k|® N®^|i^ªi«Î 

The -k«sq| 5¯sikzs|k« s|gz¯ik ®rk µ~ªi ê«r~¯zië s|isg^®s|q ^ {^|i^®~ª· q¯sikzs|kÎë  

Strengths  
¶ Building Design: Much of this language correlates with the Metro Specific Plan. Revisions to 

make standards objective are likely to be universally adapted in both pl ans. 

¶ Mixed -Use and Multifamily Design: Much of this language correlates with the Metro Specific 

Plan. Revisions to make standards objective are likely to be universally adapted in both plans.  

¶ Parking Areas : The plan separates off -street parking s tandards for residential and mixed -use 

projects, each featuring its own set of ratios based on unit type and building use. Although the 

existing language is brief, it offers a degree of specificity and objective dimensions with 

regards to the design of car ports. Other areas will require revisions, such as driveway design 

and placement (site access), associating landscaping, and clearer standards regarding nearby 

existing on -street parking.  

Weaknesses  
¶ Building Heights: Instances of subjective design conside ª^®s~|« «¯gr ^« êspecial architectural 

kzk{k|®« «¯gr ^« ®~µkª« ^|i «§sªk« á~ªâ g~ª|kª kzk{k|®«ë will need to be removed, or fleshed 

out individually and made objective. This is especially important as it relates to maximum 

allowed building height.  

¶ Interac tion with the Zoning Ordinance:  The Specific Plan area features nearly a dozen 

different zoning designations, including multifamily (R4, R4 -TOD) and mixed -use (MXD, MXD-

TOD). However, there are design guidelines featured in the specific plan that are  not reflected 

in the zoning code, and regulations in the zoning code that are not explicitly contained within 

the specific plan document. Applicants and reviewers are thus required to consult two 

separate regulatory documents and resolve any discrepancies  between  the relevant and 

applicable standards, resulting in a confusing and complicated approval process.  
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o Example: XI-10.6.04.G Park and Open Space Requirements for Residential Use. This 

section contains additional design guidelines with regards to open space calculations 

and design of usable open space such as balconies and patios . 

¶ Interaction with Metro Specific Plan: According to the zoning ordinance (XI -10-11.06.A.1), 

êk¶®kªs~ª f¯szis|q ~ª «s®k s{§ª~´k{k|®«ë must meet the design guidelines and  standards of the 

Transit Area Specific Plan (aka Metro Specific Plan). This arrangement is confusing for both 

applicants and project reviewers, as it is not best practice for one specific plan be called on to 

regulate another.  

¶ Landscaping: The shortcomin gs of this language are similar to those of the Metro Specific 

Plan, although this plan offers even fewer standards.  

¶ Parks and Open Space: Three types of open space are required within the plan area, yet none 

are distinguishable from one another from a de sign perspective based on the highly vague 

and subjective language, and offer no clear direction with regards to design, location, or 

accessibility.  

o êJªs´^®k §^ªy «§^gk «r~¯zi fk g~|psq¯ªki ®~ fk ¯«^fzk p~ª ªkgªk^®s~|^z §¯ª§~«k« f· 

residents of the housing  ik´kz~§{k|®Îë  

¶ Service Areas:  The plan features three  brief , subjective  guidelines  regulating service areas in 

non-residential projects, but offers no direction on mixed -use featuring residential, or multi -

family projects.  

¶ Street Trees: Street trees located on sidewalks are a require ment , but the current language 

~ppkª« |~ isªkg®s~| ~| r~µ ®rk· {¯«® s|®kª^g® µs®r ks®rkª k¶s«®s|q ~ª ê^««¯{kië ¿¾-foot 

sidewalks.  

¶ Utilities + Waste Removal: Weaknesses are nearly identical to those found in the zoning 

ordinance.  

D. Streetscape Master Plan (2000)  

This master plan functions as an all -purpose document that governs the regulation and design of the 

ROW, including sidewalks, landscaping, street trees, utilities, and vehicular circulation. As a master 

plan, it ou tlines a comprehensive set of goals and standards for streetscape  design and maintenance, 

in addition to relevant city -wide polices and funding sources for implementation.  

Although matters of streetscape, landscaping, ROW design, and utilities can be i ncluded within the 

scope of objective design standards, the City will need to make a determination regarding this master 

plan document  and its relationship to any new design standards. Especially as the document is more 

than twenty years old, it  is likely that an independent update of the plan may also be needed  to be 

^zsq|ki µs®r {~ªk ¯ªf^| ik´kz~§{k|® p~ª{« ^|i {kk® ®rk +s®·í« q~^z« p~ª pedestrian safety, 

walkability, and active modes of transportation.  
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E. Fire Code Interpretation  

/^gr gs®·í« s|®kª§ªk®^®s~n of the California Fire Code can have a great impact on site and building 

design. Many city codes have been written to complement small scale suburban development, as 

more urban, high density building forms enter a community, these codes are often in conflict with 

contemporary building methods. The stakeholder s R+A spoke with to gather feedback on 

development  in Milpitas  outlined number o f subjectiv e interpretations of t he fire code that have 

hindered meeting the design goals and policies of t he City. Some instances required redesign, 

resulted in a loss of units , and were considered to be  requests that went beyond  requirements of  the 

California Fire Code .  These instances included requiring the following:  

¶ A Fire Command Center for buildings where the highest occupiable floor is below 75 feet in 

height  

¶  More than one stairwell to provide roof access  

¶ Additional fire apparatus access than the California Fire Code for sprinklered buildings  

¶ Second fire apparatus a ccess to be full length of second frontage  

IV. Staff & Community Feedback  
A. Staff Feedback  

The project team has thus far completed two meetings with city staff to gather feedback and insight 

regarding project review, engagement with objective design standards, and best practices.  

March 1, 2021. Planning Staff  
Midtown Specific Plan: Development  review process  

¶ Current specific plan features a number of design guidelines that are scattered throughout the 

document. Staff must also reference excerpts within the zoning code, resulting in a 

complicated review process.  

¶ Existing guidelines are largely outdated and feature design practices that are no longer 

relevant or appropriate to contemporary Milpitas: building articulation, detailing, and massing 

are particularly problematic as developers/applicants have exhibited difficulties submitting 

ì^§§ª~§ªs^®kí ik«sq|« f^«ki ~| ®rk k¶s«®s|q z^|q¯^qk. 

¶ Prescribed land uses constitute a hurdle for applicants who are required to provide elements 

such as ground -floor retail (even where it may not be financially feasible): staff suggestion that 

prioritizing languag e that emphasizes building form over building use may be a more 

successful application of design standards . 

Zoning Code: Existing design -related standards  

¶ Existing regulations are largely subjective, resulting in confusion on the part of both 

designers/dev elopers and planning staff: this typically manifests in a bespoke and iterative 

review process that may be incongruous to another staff  memberí« s|®kª§ªk®^®s~|.  

¶ Modular buildings and construction practices are a developing concern, especially as they 

pert ain to satisfying building code, and best  practices related to building articulation, massing, 

and step backs . 

¶ Conflicts arise regarding inter - and intra -departmental review: planning staff, building, public 

works and other external parties such as PG&E can disagree on building and site configuration 

(streetscape is especially difficult to regulate consistently and efficiently) .  
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o Topics of conflict: private open space (including balconies); entryways (including 

patios); HVAC and utilities; mail and package delivery . 

Best Practices & Suggestions  

¶ Recognizing the need to develop design standards that can withstand aesthetic/design cycles, 

perhaps a degree of discretionary review can still be baked into the language (Ex. Developers 

satisfy all objective standard s within certain topics, but some portion/percentage of the 

process involves negotiation and collaboration with staff) . 

¶ Flexibility regarding ground -floor uses: not limiting applicants to strictly ground -floor retail, 

but offering other options (ex. public -facing open space, street -facing community spaces for 

building tenants, public art) . 

¶ Flexibility regarding façade treatment and finishes: building facades facing major 

roads/arterials might be subjected to a different set of criteria than facades facing l ocal streets. 

¶ Introduction of standard typologies that allow consistent but context -specific regulations: 

streetscapes/ROW design, planting/landscape . 

March 4, 2021. Development Review Committee  
General Feedback  

¶ Mailbox and delivery access is especially important: especially in multi -family developments 

(such as townhouse developments), mailboxes are often clustered in a single area that is 

difficult to access. Standards need to foster a safe environment for pedes trians and people in 

vehicles alike.  

¶ Solid waste removal: standardization of waste removal facilities could be regulated based on 

building type (ex. townhouse, condo, apartment, mixed -use commercial)  

¶ Vehicular circulation: designated space for alternative mobility options (rideshare, scooters) is 

needed, including associating standards related to signage, site access, and parking 

(temporary). Transit areas should also be considered and designed in a way that prevents local 

congestion.  

¶ Parking + Loading/Unlo ading:  

o Residential: residential tenants lack adequate spaces for loading/unloading (ex. 

moving vans), particularly at the front of buildings (issues of double -parking)  

o Mixed -Use/Commercial: parking ratio for retail parking conflict with residential ratios ; 

emergency vehicle access is especially confusing .  

 

B. Community Feedback  

Recognizing that design standards will impact the work of both city staff as well as individual applicants, 

four  one-on-one meetings have been facilitated where developers and designers have been invited to 

share insights, with particular emphasis on past or ongoing projects located in Milpitas. Contact 

information was facilitated directly by City Staff, and meetings  were conducted on a voluntary basis. 

Altogether, four meetings were conducted.  

Experience in Milpitas  
¶ Parcel sizes make non-structured parking difficult, especially when attempting to meet 

necessary density requirements. The issue is exacerbated by the costs and building -height 

limitations attributed to structured parking.  

¶ Building heights and required density is sometimes inconsistent: building height maximums 

are often too low, especially regarding highest habitable floor . 
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¶ Satisfying fire/public safety standards has been cumbersome, especially when attempting to 

design stairwells, setbacks, utilities, egress requirements . 

o In some cases, public safety standards utilize a much larger building typology (hi -rise) 

to establish standards, wh ich are not appropriate for lower -density buildings (3 -5 

stories). 

General Feedback  
¶ Significant opposition regarding a prescriptive approach to regulating building materials, 

especially as they pertain to façade treatments  

¶ Finished-floor heights are pro blematic with regards to construction practices, privacy, 

marketability, and security. Regulations could necessitate multiple unit entrances, inconsistent 

finish heights along a single building façade, need for additional screening/planting criteria.  

o City ~p N^| 4ª^|gs«g~í« ^§§ª~^grÐ p~ª k^gr ^iis®s~|^z p~~® ^f~´k qª^ikÏ ^§§zsg^|®« ^ªk 

allowed one additional foot of total building height, up to a specific maximum.  

¶ Suggestion to regulate residential density based on unit count rather than FAR.  

¶ Land prices d emand good professionals in the Bay Area , too many design standards make 

development harder.  

¶ Most common practice for developers is to use different architects for any given project. 

Consequently, any design standards ought to be less prescriptive and more  flexible.  

¶ Small block walkability standards should be specific.  

¶ Strongest appeal of objective design standards is the expedited review process, and 

eliminating the potential for case -by-case deviations/exactions  

¶ Utilize standard unit sizes/dimensions whe n development building standards, especially as 

they relate to desired façade breaks/articulation  

¶ Look at the building code, build design standards back from that.  

¶ Recommend regulating buildings based on typologies that can be reasonably expected to 

appear in Milpitas, ex. townhomes, condos, row -houses (thereby eliminating building 

typologies that would not be approved)  

¶ Task Fee + Affordable Housing Fee + Building Fees = 45 -50K per unit, eliminates certain 

densities  

¶ Challenges were not around design guidelines , Fire Department in Milpitas were too onerous, 

same with Public Works . Projects require up to 5 rounds of comments, comments go beyond 

code and are sometimes in conflict with Building Department.  

o building must be within 20' of back of walk, but the mandatory fire lane requirements 

are inconsistent with them  

o stairwells must include fire service rooms(?) and must connect to the roof  

o Issues of hi-rise development standards being applied in -situ to smaller buildings, 

without considerations of practic ality or applicability  

Modular Construction  
¶ Additional building height is needed as a practical result of modular construction: stacking 

individual modules/units can typically require an additional 8 to 12 inches  of vertical clearance  

per floor , which may exceed local building height maximums .  

¶ Uppe r-floor step backs are problematic and highly discouraged: although feasible from a 

construction perspective, they constitute significant hurdles both financially and practically . 

Allowing for ways to reduce floor area on upper floors without specific faça de step backs are 

more feasible.   
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¶ Issues of variance approvals has deterred some developers from investing more heavily into 

modular design: although they might manage to satisfy zoning requirements, local building 

code regulations may not agree.  

¶ Construct ion techniques discourages deviations in floor height: taller ground -floors for 

k¶^{§zk ^ªk {~ªk isppsg¯z® ®~ |kq~®s^®s~|Ï ^« ®rk «®^|i^ªi {~i¯z^ª ¯|s® s« ¿¿í pz~~ª-to-floor  

o Stacked parking is typically incongruous with modular construction, unless modula r 

units are place atop a separately -constructed podium featuring taller floor -to-floor 

heights.  

¶ Significant breaks/façade breaks are difficult to negotiate: a more feasible strategy would be to 

provide other design standards that can break up a façade with out require a large break (ex. 

extruded or intruded balconies or windows) + prescribing a specific number of required 

breaks rather than a specific building/facade length . 

V. Best Practices  
Objective design standards have been implemented in a variety of ways, as each city takes an approach 

that works for their timeline and specific context. These standards commonly appear in specific and area 

plans, where sites are typically smaller in scale, and design considerations can be specifically tailored to 

the unique urban context and anticipated development. Additionally, objective design standards have 

been introduced into zoning codes where they can be regulated more holistically across an entire 

district or use type.  

In order to analyze best practices when d eveloping objective design standards, we reviewed a variety 

of example codes, area plans, and development standards to identify successful approaches to 

organization, structure, flexibility in design, and language. The analysis also helped establish 

preced ents for specific topics and unique approaches to quantifying design criteria. This section 

includes a discussion of overall organization and structure ( A), strategies for balancing flexible design 

with objective language and regulations ( B), and a case study (C).  

A complete list of the documents reviewed in our research can be found in VII. Appendix.  

A. Organization & Structure  

Given that objective design standards appear in a variety of contexts, their organization and structure 

are typically consistent wit h the document in which they are featured. As the state has not issued a 

universal format for regulating objective standards, standards can be organized in several approaches , 

including:  

¶ Topics : where standards are organized into distinct and typically ind ependent subjects and 

topics that may include building design, frontages and facades, landscaped areas, circulation, 

access, and streetscape.  

¶ Land Uses + Building Typologies : where standards align with land uses such as housing, 

mixed -use, industrial, off ice, and open space. An alternative technique utilizes building 

typologies associated with common uses, such as residential (townhouses, mid -rise, mixed -

use, high-rise) or parking ( surface parking ; sub-grade; podium).  

¶ Design Principles : where standards adh ere to several key, usually qualitative, principles or 

goals. 
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¶ Areas : where sites are portioned off into smaller units of planning, each containing a unique 

set of development and design standards that are context appropriate. This approach is 

synonymous with specific and master plans, planned development areas, and development 

agreements where the geographic area is scaled down, and contained within a specific 

geographic area or subset of parcels.  

¶ Form -based Codes : where standards use individua l building design and form as the primary 

means of regulating design, irrespective of land use or geographic area.  

It is common for these approaches  to be combined and re -organized, as each is not necessarily 

mutually exclusive. A Mixed Approach represents an alternative that combines components of several 

organizational approaches , and is oftentimes the most common approach to objective design 

standards. Topics are very often nested and duplicated under multiple land use categories, and design 

principles can be attached to any given topic and written as an associating design guideline to 

accompany an objective standard. Form -based codes are typically the exception, as their organization 

and underlying strategy for regulating design standards at the building level requires a 

comprehensive design for the area it is regulating.  

Each approach has its merits, some of which are described in further detail h ere.  

Topical Approach  

Advantages  
¶ Provides project applicants and reviewers a consistent structure, where all standards related 

to a single topic can be found in one section.  

¶ Shares similar organization structure with zoning language, and can be integrat ed or 

appended without requiring significant changes to the code as a whole.  

¶ Scales successfully with a geographic -based approach, should the code require a unique set 

of standards for a specific neighborhood, overlay zone, or PD area.  

Disadvantages  
¶ Standards that fall under multiple categories can be difficult to place, or result in 

redundancies. For example, landscaping can appropriately categorized under open space, 

ROW/streetscape design, setback design, transitions between buildings and land uses, and  

surface parking.  

¶ Individual standards can be difficult to craft to ensure their flexibility and adaptability to 

unique circumstances. Consequently, this approach typically requires additional language 

that accommodates variance requests or exemptions.  

Example: Peery Park Specific Plan  
Peery Park Specific Plan features two chapters related to 

objective design standards: the Development Code which 

uniformly regulates building height, setbacks, and parking; 

and Design Guidelines which provide more specifi c details 

and standards in a similar organizational structure. The two 

sections work in tandem to provide applicants an organized 

and comprehensive inventory of requirements that they must 

satisfy. 
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Land Use  + Building Typologies Approach  

Advantages  
¶ Accommodates a piece -meal approach to making existing subjective language objective, as 

authors can afford to focus exclusively on a select number of land use types while leaving 

others unchanged. For example, objective standards can be limited exclusively to regulating 

multi -family and mixed -use developments, while other uses such as industrial or single -family 

residential need not be engaged.  

¶ Shares similar organization structure with zoning language, and can be integrated or 

appended without requiring si gnificant changes to the code as a whole.   

¶ Gives project applicants and developers a clearly defined set of self -contained design 

standards that are based primarily on their location and underlying land use, eliminating the 

need to cross -examine other doc uments or standards.  

Disadvantages  
¶ Lacks opportunity to accommodate objective design  crieria for unique conditions or 

circumstances, such as parcels abutting natural areas or a railroad corridor. Standards are 

forced to be written as universal requiremen ts that must cover all building types within the 

land use designation.  

¶ Can result in repetitive and redundant language, where design standards are repeated across 

several similar but distinct variations of the same land use or building type. Multi -family 

residential for example may have three classifications/designations based on density or 

location, and each may require a near -identical set of regulatory standards that might differ in 

subtle ways. 

Example: Lawrence Station Area Plan, Sunnyvale  
Oriented around a major transit hub, the Lawrence Station Area Plan for Sunnyvale features a number 

of land uses that the plan uses to organize its associating guidelines and standards. These land uses 

differ from the current underlying zoning, a s the specific plan allows the city to regulate these parcels 

at a finer grain of detail. Three distinct mixed -used designations, two commercial, an overlay zone, and 

one residential use each feature an individual set of objective standards.  
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Design Pri nciples Approach  

Advantages  
¶ Allows for a cohesive and goal -driven organizational structure, where individual standards are 

universally oriented around a consistent set of principles.  

¶ Principles provide insight to applicants regarding the underlying purpos e and intention of a 

given standard, while the associating objective standards give clear direction to guide design.  

¶ Accommodates a semi -qualitative approach to design regulation that may be more accessible 

to a general audience who often have difficulty understanding the merits of individual, 

quantitative objective standards.  

Disadvantages  
¶ Requires that individual standards fit into higher -level categories or classifications that do not 

always scale or line up  successfully.  

¶ Requires significant thought and time to craft underlying design principles that fully 

encapsulate the broad range of topics that design standards entail.  

¶ Diverges significantly from the tone of most existing zoning language, making new objective 

standards revision s difficult to integrate.  

Example: Lawrence Station Area Plan, Santa Clara  
N^|®^ +z^ª^í« Lawrence Station Area Plan features many design principles oriented around key themes, 

such as architecture, streetscape, and public art. Each principle features a bro ad thesis that establishes 

a set of goals, and individual policies and design standards result from these goals.  
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Example: Fbwje Dblfs CsdijufdutǴ ; Xbzt 
Initially developed as an internal set of guiding principles, David Baker Architects have since 

repositioned their 9 Ways approach as a universal methodology for encouraging people -centric 

design. Coming from an architectural foundation, these principles are more specific to building and 

site design rather than area -wide goals and are intended to be app lied comprehensively. Individual 

buildings should aspire to satisfy all 9 principles.  

1. Reweave the Urban Fabric: Create, repair, and enhance connections within existing 

neighborhoods.  

2. Make Big Moves: Design a bold and interesting building form.  

3. A Little Goes a Long Way: Concentrate premium materials at points of shared enjoyment. Keep 

it simple everywhere else.  

4. Activate the Edges:  Energize the streetscape with a generous, mixed -use ground floor.  

5. Be Welcoming:  Set a positive Tone with a bright and engaging entryway.  

6. Cultivate Connection:  Place compatible uses together to add convenience and support social 

encounters.  

7. Enlighten Circulation:  Bring light and fresh air into hallways and stairs to connect with natur e 

and encourage walking.  

8. Get Personal: Reflect the character of the community and offer opportunities for expression.  

9. Art for All:  Use artwork to invigorate common spaces, help with wayfinding, and create a 

strong visual identity.  

Area -based  Approach  

Advantages  
¶ Allows for context -based design standards applied at a smaller scale, as individual areas can 

be regulated independently rather than relying on uniform and universal design standards 

across a larger geographic area.  

¶ Accommodates unique circumstan ces such as creeks, railways, abutting open spaces, or 

adjacent industrial use by approaching these conditions as individual areas.  

¶ Accommodates a phased approach for development, particularly in a specific plan or master 

plan area.  

¶ Compliments other orga nizational structures without significant revisions, where a topic - or 

land use-based structure can be developed for each individual area.  

Disadvantages  
¶ Potentially requires an entirely separate layer of land use organization and regulations, distinct 

from underling zoning designations.  

¶ Requires additional consideration and expertise to accommodate unique contextual 

circumstances regarding how areas align with one another and their abutting areas. For 

example, regulations and standards regarding setbacks and transitions between land uses for 

example require greater attention and effort given the complexity of relationships.  

¶ Results in a non-uniform review of individual projects that may share similar underlying uses, 

but are regulated differently based on  their assigned area.  
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Example: Warm Springs Community Plan  
Oriented around the Warm Springs BART Station, the Warm Springs Community Plan  divides the plan 

area into 10 different components. Each area features a different set of development standards that 

regulates building intensity, allowable uses, and bulk requirements. Although some design standards 

are applied uniformly, they are inhere ntly regulated by the limits defined for each area: high -rise 

buildings for example are not acceptable in the areas abutting low -density housing, limiting any 

proposed buildings to a reduced number of objective standards.  

   

Form -based Codes  

Advantages  
¶ Allows jurisdictions a high degree of control when designing the initial set of building 

standards, as the nature of form -based codes necessitates a substantial level architectural 

details and design considerations.  

¶ Results in a built landscape  that is mostly harmonious and consistent in scale, façade 

treatment, architectural style, and character.  

¶ Results in a very succinct review process, where reviewers and applicants alike have every 

building detail prescribed, and design review can utilize a simple checklist.  

Disadvantages  
¶ Lacks the features of conventional zoning practices such as district -wide setbacks, parking 

ratios, or FAR, typically resulting in complex standards.   

¶ Requires more specialized knowledge of design and architectural pract ices for applicants to 

successfully navigate the standards.  

¶ Requires intensive details that may not scale successfully to city -wide contexts that feature 

numerous land uses, building types, and geographic conditions.  
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Example: Pleasant Hill BART Station Property Code  
The Pleasant Hill BART Station Property Code is designed to complement a corresponding master 

plan, and limits its content to strictly architectural standards and building envelope standards. The 

code identifies four building types, e ach based on a single land use (ex. commercial office, retail, 

townhouses). The code then prescribes exact height, bulk, and density standards, and prohibits any 

deviation from the prescribed requirements.  

 

Mixed Approach  

This method of organization align s several previous strategies within a single document. It is most 

commonly applied to specific or master plans, but can certainly be incorporated into more traditional 

zoning formats.  The advantages and disadvantages of a synthesized organizational struc ture are 

similar to those previously discussed, with the added flexibility that individual aspects can be adapted 

in a condensed or reduced format. For example, design principles can be introduced at the start of the 

document, but integrated into a topical  approach where principles are referenced in individual 

categories of standards.   

B. Flexibility in Design  

A good set of objective design standards should strive to achieve a bala nce between flexibility and 

prescriptiveness. Knowing that applicants are likely to submit a broad range of proposals for both 

multi -family and mixed -use developments, standards must be written broadly enough to ensure a 

consistent review process, while al so leaving room for individual aesthetic and architectural designs.  

As with their overarching structure, objective standards can be organized using several broader 

strategies:  

¶ Uniform : where a standard must be applied universally across the entire sphere of influence  

without deviation.   

¶ Menu of Options: where the code features a selection of elements and standards that 

individual applicants must then select from.  

¶ Point -based: where projects are required to attain a minimum score, based on an objective 

set of criteria that assign points to specific interv entions and design strategies.  


































